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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Project Summary 
One of USSOUTHCOM's primary missions is to disrupt the flow of drugs from Central 
and South America to the United States via the southern approaches. The main question 
we address in this project relates to the interdiction efforts of USSOUTHCOM: how 
many cocaine-carrying vessels of a certain type are afloat in the area of operations at any 
given time? This information will provide insights to USSOUTHCOM on the 
relationship between force allocation and the effect on counter-drug operations. Our 
second contribution is the development of a strategic model that considers both the 
government and Drug Trafficking Organizations (DTOs) as decision makers.  
 
Background 
DTOs use both maritime and air conveyances and use a variety of vessel types to 
transport cocaine. USSOUTHCOM focuses on an area covering over 42 million square 
miles, and the US invests considerable effort in searching and interdicting drug-
trafficking vessels in the Caribbean and Eastern Pacific regions. While some vessels are 
indeed interdicted, resulting in confiscation of substantial quantities of drugs, many such 
vessels manage to avoid detection and arrive safely at their destinations in Central 
America and Mexico with their drug load intact. An important parameter for planning 
interdiction missions is an estimate of the expected steady-state number of the various 
types of vessels present in the search regions at any given time. In this project we use 
supply and demand data regarding cocaine, as well as technical and operational data 
regarding trafficking operations in the Caribbean and Eastern Pacific to estimate the 
steady-state number of drug-carrying vessels traveling from South to Central America 
 
Findings and Conclusions  
The number of cocaine shipments range between three and five dozen a month, and at 
any given time there are between 2 and 3 vessels, of all types, on the high seas. The main 
caveat relates to velocity and capacity of DTO vessels. It is possible that those values are 
much lower than our baseline estimates, which could increase the number of monthly 
shipments to over 100.    We further break down these numbers by vessel type (e.g., go-
fast vs. SPSS) and route (e.g., eastern Pacific vs. Caribbean). 
 
To generate these numbers we collect data on the amount of cocaine produced and 
shipped out of Colombia each year and the routes and methods used to transport the 
cocaine out of South America. This information provides us with an estimate of the flow 
of cocaine. To determine the number of DTO vessels on the water at any time, requires 
the average drug load of each vessel, fraction of flow transported via maritime 
conveyances, average duration of one trip, etc. 
 
Our strategic model uses game theory to provide insight into how DTOs will react to 
different search and interdiction efforts by the government, which leads to a 
corresponding change in the interdiction rate. We also illustrate the value of information 
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for the government to accurately estimate the true interception rate, so that the 
government can most effectively plan counter-drug operations 
 
Recommendations for Further Research 
The cocaine flow estimates we produce should provide insight for how to allocate Blue 
assets to search, detect, and interdict DTO vessels. We do stress that our numbers are 
based on the best available unclassified sources. USSOUTHCOM should have more 
detailed classified information. They can plug those numbers into our analysis to generate 
more accurate estimates of the number of shipments initiated per month and the number 
of vessels on the water. Future work could produce a planning tool that allocates Blue 
assets based on current flow numbers.  
Future work could also compare our flow estimates derived from supply and demand 
numbers to the actual DTO trafficking data in the classified Consolidated Counterdrug 
Database (CCDB). If the flow estimates are much higher than the data in the CCDB, that 
would suggest there is a significant amount of unknown flow in the AO. We should take 
efforts to develop more intelligence sources to reduce the unknown flow. If the flow 
estimates are much lower than the data in the CCDB, that would suggest a non-trivial 
amount of the entries in the CCDB may be false. That is they represent shipments that 
never occurred. In this case, we would need to evaluate the intelligence collection and 
analysis process and examine why we incorrect count so many false shipments. 
 
